The Washington Post 




Gates Bolstered by Strategy of 



By George Lardner Jr. 
and Walter Pincus 

Washington Post Staff Wrilots 






The Friday before the start of 
confirmation hearings on Robert M. 
Gates's nomination as CIA director, 
Gates told Senate supporters at a 
White House strategy session that 
he was going to begin by apolo- 
gizing for not having been aggres- 
sive enough in pursuing the Iran- 
contra scandal. 

Gates s act of contrition had been 
planned months before, according 
to administration officials. Read 
from handwritten notes on a yellow 
legal pad, it turned out to be a ma- 
jor factor in dissipating what admin- 
istration strategists say was a state 
of panic over the nomination at the 
White House earlier this month. 

Gates's mea culpa has been ac- 
companied by his willingness to tell 
the Senate intelligence committee 
what it wants to hear most from 
prospective CIA directors— 
namely, that he will tell them what- 
ever they want to know, report all 
covert actions as quickly as possible 
and even consider resigning if there 
is no other way to stop illegal op- 
erations. 

There were two other develop- 
ments last week outside of the 
hearings that also have helped so- 
lidify a committee majority for 
Gates, officials said yesterday. 

One was the abrupt dismissal in 
federal court of all charges against 
former White House aide Oliver L. 
North the morning the hearings 
began. North was the central figure 
in running the Reagan administra- 
tion’s secret arms sales to Iran and 
the covert supply network for the 
contra rebels in Nicaragua. 
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The other key factor was t le lack 
of any explosive disclosure: from 
Alan D, Fiers, a former CIA c fficial- 
tumed government witness who 
had been immunized from pr isecu- 
tion so that the senators con Id get 
his insights. 

As chief of the CIA’s v, 
American task force in the 
1980s, Fiers had been aware 
pects of the Iran-contra oper; 
and his decision in July to coo^ 
with independent counsel Law ■ 

E. Walsh’s office startled the ’ > 
House and upset the admin i 
tion s expectations of an easy 
firmation process. Until Fiers 
tified before the intelligence 
mittee last Thursday, Bush a 
istration strategists were unci 
whether he was "going to 1, 
people and leave them reeling,’ 
source said. 

Democrats believed the dress 
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... got the answers he wanted 

when they played it up as a hot po- 
litical issue, but it’s turned out not 
he that way,” one administration 
official said of the impact of the 
Iran-contra affair on the Gates nom- 
ination. “Outside the Beltway, Iran- 
contra is gone.” 

Gates was CIA deputy director 
under William j. Casey when the 
scandal broke in November 1986 
and is still a “subject" of Walsh’s 
investigation of complicity by CIA 
officials in a cover-up of the affair. 

White House anxiety over Gates 
hit its peak when Congress re- 
turned after Labor Day and the 
CIA s former chief of covert oper- 
ations, Clair E. George, was in- 
dicted on 10 felony counts, accusing 
him of lying and obstructing con- 
gressional and grand jury inquiries. 

At that point, Andrew H. Card 
Jr., a top aide to White House Chief 
of Staff John H. Sununu, was as- 
signed to coordinate confirmation 






